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(54) System and method for distributed content electronic commerce 



(57) Distributed electronic commerce is conducted 
over a network by substantially separating transaction 
functionality from merchant content Electronic com- 
merce transaction functionality is provided by a com- 
merce server having a commerce database. The 
commerce server stores merchant and purchaser pro- 
file data and merchant content summaries on the jsjnv 
merce database. The purchaser browses and searches 
for prafucl'and merchant information using the com- 
merce server, and is provided with more detailed infor- 
mation stored at a separate merchant content server 
system. The purchaser selects products to purchase, 
and a purchase order is sent to the commerce server. 
The commerce server initiates the settlement of 
accounts between the merchant and purchaser, and ini- 
tiates order fulfillment for the selected product. The sep- 
aration of transaction functionality and merchant 
content onto separate servers under the control of a 
commerce service provider and a merchant, respec- 
tively, provides a more efficient and effective way of car- 
rying out electronic commerce over a network. 
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Description 

Tnfcinven^retotestoca^ 
s«ver and database that provide transacts ££^£2 ST S> on me network, 
chasers to merchant content servers that provide more extensrve .ntormafion on products for sai 

Background, gf f»» Invention 
arsa^Tchanta Asshown in FIG 1. such a 

aUofthefum^needed to carry ,4° J* accepting and 

provided by merchants 13. accepting requests lor wtormatwn from prospective purcnas 

^ZZ^ ccnvnerce serve. ottered by Cerent server vendors ,s lirn«. ?J^££?£ZZ 

«"P"- to -^^^^ an. maintenance ot the commerce server hard- 

ware^^cZ^ 

JZZZS^Z™. net the P«^«n-. Z^T^^^^^ 
costs in acquiring. pubSshrng. and mainta«mg a database of ™™«^^*^J^? S economy 

SUISSE nSS^SS a ^ negate of merchant content on a *ng.e commerce server 

^Z'^Z^^c*™ out aecncn, commerce, the ^^^^^ Q ^ 
and n^aging content is faced with the choice of operating and maintaining an 

^rdrffe marketing to a provider. The provider, whose expertise lies in the acqusrbon and maint enance ol rtec 
^^^S^^ software. nLt shoukter the burden of acquiring, publishing and ma^ng merchant 



so 



content 
piimmarv q f ffl" InvenHon 



A better way of conducting electronic commerce is to allocate most of the task ot content acquis* on and mainte- 
nJXZZSZ. and aiLate most o, the task of providing electronic 

service provider. Under this regime, neither the merchant nor the provider would be W J™1 ™~ fl naf . 
T^ZTuvL of expertise. The present invention provides a system for carrying out electron* 
SSel^S ^functionality is provided by a commerce server hav,ng a commerce database. wNe detailed 

of mr^^ offered for sale by each merchant registered with the electronic commerce serv.ce. Here the ^erm 
t^^s^tltZie services. A merchant profile also includes a merchant identificaton number a fast of the 
£££ ehSa^X ft. merchant; a summary of merchant po,ic.es; and a summary ground of the mer- 
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chaiitlnoneemAo^^ 

The commerce server also maintains purc h aser profiles inthe wmn ^^ l M ^ w ^ fl t f M ^ 

^^^^nmerce server provides transaction functionality that effectuates an eiec^ic^nerce transaction. An 
electron* comrne^ 

A purchaser requests the <*"werce server to serf 
produ^c^cc^erce server, and data receding products and rn*chan* * J*™"^ 
X* the purchasers request for more infection on a product a ™<^<**™™^ ^ 
Sasertoan appropnate mercharrt ccrtem server, wr^ 

and merchant than is available from the cctumerce natflhase w «-er 

cnaTvime^ 

^oucts are sent to the cornmerce server Jhejl fl t a indude information sufflaentto ^^^^^^Z 
a^sXmerc^ The commerce server c*rm«cates with an external payment system to aj^the pu/c^ 
^ountZciae^e merchants account effectuating the sale. The commerce server also generates a rudiment 

m ^e 8 ^ 

. ^ ^^°se^ Z5S£*~ to c^a* less expense than the functioned ^ 
tiona^ 

55 of functionality between the commerce server and the merchant content server thus advantageously stream, 
lines the process of providing e-commerce services whHe lowering the cost thereof. 

23 ijffl tf Qaacri gflgn of the Drawings 

FIG 1 shows a prior art embedment of an electronic commerce system. 

F1G2 shows an electronic commerce system in accordance with an embodiment of the present 

FIG 3 shows merchant content servers connected to a network in accordance with an embodiment of the present 

30 FIG 4 stows" merchant content servers connected to a network in accordance with another errtoodiment of the 
present invention. . . . ^ . a#vwH 

FIG 5 shows an embodiment of an electronic commerce server and an electronic commerce database .n accord- 
ance with an embodiment of the present invention. ^ ^ ^ . ^ 

33 FIG 6 shows an embodiment of a merchant interface screen in accordance with an embodiment of the present 

FIG 7 sto^ embodiment of a merchant content abstract update interlace in accordance with the present inven- 

FIG 8 shSws an ernbodiment of a merchant content abstract edit interlace in accordance with the present inven- 

FIG 9 shows another embodiment of a merchant content abstract edit interface in accordance with the present 

FIG 10 slogan embodiment of a merchant content abstract edit interface that shows a list of products in the com- 
merce database in accordance with the present invention. 
45 FIG 11 shows an embodiment of a purchaser interface in accordance with the present invention. 

FIG 12 shows an embodiment of a merchant information screen generated in response to a purchaser query in 
accordance with the present invention. 

FIG 13 shows an embodiment of a product information screen generated in response to a purchaser search on a 
merchant content server in accordance with the present invention. 
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tailed Description 



In accordance with the present invention, an embodiment of which is shown in FIG 2. electronic commerce is car- 
ried out over a network 21 with a purchaser 25. where content is distributed through the network on merchant content 
servers 22. and transaction functionality is provided by an electronic commerce server 23 having an electronic com- 
merce database 24. Network 21 is a data network, an exam p le of which is the Irrtem et^ 

The content servers 22 are controlled by merchants. ancTcontain detailed merchant data. This merchant data com- 
prises information on the products offered by the merchant including product names, manufacturers, colors, sizes, and 
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pnc~ Ka,»ir*u*esr^m^ 

animation and video data. Merchant data also comprises ioetauea imonn ^'^^V^ Merchant oonterrt data 
cnanctise return intormation. as well as background '^^^J^^^J^ 3 ^ 
^7 " ,^ tHflt awmrises an electronic catalog of the merchant's products. 

353T! ^3J35int content server 46 through the networMMo wheh me rnercto« 
^ ^tT^xx^ctBd Merchants 42. 43 and 44 intend wrth the merchant content server 46 .n the same 

r^r^^ arr^ c^ca server data indur.no merest abstract data on a commerce 

dal ^ aSa 2A - „ reters to the capability to carry out actions needed to effectuate a purchase and sale over 

the eTStSSSS. tra^Lcn server acc*ts a cred* card ru^from a Phaser 

iTc^La^ven^^ 

e ^r™ce^ data comprises summary data on the products ottered by those merchants thathave content 
~ ^^^^^"X^cornrr^i service. In one embodiment ths includes product number^ product 
^ieTs^etcSon! ££S ^^t»m^^nmdm^M^^^^^^ 
^TZ^^e^ data may also «dude merchant P^edata.^ ESSTZ^S 2K 
~L a^poted by a merchant, merchant policies, and merchant background .rrtormatwn. Mercriart r^»9 .s 

* ^e^server data comprises abstracts of more extensive data available at the merchant contert serve^ 
ThJ^r^s^TeneraUy sZantially smaller * size than the data from which they are drawn on the merchant 
^^TZ^S'^^men. a product abstract comprises a textual represented of a product 
^Tr^oS^ser^d 

^^e^ch^coSnt serveTTwhich more information regarding me product rnay be founOThe corre- 
^SS. mole ^information on the merchant content server includes the same ,nformat.on proved n the 
multimedia video of the product being modeled with accompany.ng aud-c, a full cata- 
fT^"£ ^ ascription of all available sizes and colors, and shipping information. Thus, th 
£S?E lm«SSer HZ^LtZ, of content server da* suttee* to enafle thecaer to^ke 
TEZIESZ* whether to seek additional formation from the apprcpriate content server. Th* advanta- 
T^Z^^lTJ^ electronic commerce in accordance ^^SiSJ ^ mw . 

tr! «r«ant invention advantaoeously provides a simple and uniform interface to the merchant whereby me mer 
^Z^cZZ^ZZ^^* •» commerce database 24. An embodiment of such an ,merface ,s 

^L R e^»diment a merchant is first identified 61 and authenticated 62 to the service, and t^^ecne ot 

W l^eXr^ecTme add proc^K^the service present, ,o the merchant a screen for fadlHatina 
«J rrc^iSrn^S ^^SZTZ^o FIG 7. In *e illustrated er*od,mem the screen P'eserrtssev- 
X£S5£2^^ a product iden«ica«on number (SKU, M. 71 1 

narne 714 - la 0 rice 715; offer price 716; weight 717; size range 718; a date until which the otter is gooa 
J5 a^So^CrS nl and 721 . A merchant may def*e his own attributervalue pais 725 for a product, such 
as 'Shell/Material- (e.g.. 'Shell/100% Cotton. - or "Insulation/Material" (ag,, -InsulationWool. ) 
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merchant content abstract intfirtaCfl ^ illustrative embodment of data entry 

" * ^^^^^^^^^^ data that cornport ^ t^earctn- 
5 methods ot the present invention, arrtxrimart. data entries are validated (e.g.. checked to 

10 according to me following data structure: 

merchant_content_abstract 

merchant /'merchant idencif ication number*/ 

" slumber /-product identification number*? 

category /•product type*/ 

manufacturer /'product maker*/ 

keyword /• searchable keyword*/ 

" keyword /-searchable keyword*/ 

name /'product name*/ 

list_price ^manufacturer's suggested retail 
price*/ 



x weight 

size_range 



overprice /*price offered to purchaser*/ 
good until /'date offer expires*/ 
» cime"stainp /*time loaded by merchant*/ 



} 



35 



40 i 



saw. a mercnant may specify the material of which the cutting surface is made witn me an™* »— 

^ ^^TSofthe merchant content server is provided to me corrmierceaaver at > 
reaSnTwl the s^a Howler, in accordance wrth me present invention, the merchant may advantageous* spec 
(FIG 7, for a merchant c^ent s^r on ^^^^eg^er with me commerce 

B - . —-h.-. may scarify an exact product to edit by completely specifying its SKU si , m wnign ww u ""~ 

SucT^XanSe of such a list for a.1 products manufactured by Scandia * '"^^ , „ 

P £shcJinRG 10. me list is a summary presentation of the product ^^^i 

. ~ , attk „ oroduct information was entered into me commerce database. A rtigMightoar lua 
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database by selecting the delete button 1 09. Thus, the merchant may add, adit and delete his product data summaries 

in the commerce database) accenting to a simple and uniform interface. 

A ptsudo code embodiment of the process for changing merchant product data summaries in the commerce data* 
base in accordance with the present invention is as follows: 

changejnerchant_content_abstract ( ) 

( 

idenc if y_merchant ( ) ; - 
authenticate_merchant () ; 
case (addjroduct) 

• accept product data 

( 

merchant /'merchant identification*/ 



SKU_ number 


/•product identification 




number*/ 


category 


/•product type*/ 


manufacturer 


/•product maker*/ 


keyword 


/•searchable keyword*/ 


keyword 


/♦searchable keyword*/ 


name 


/♦product name*/ 


list — price 


/♦manufacturer' s suggested 




retail price*/ 


weight 




size_range 




of f erjrice 


/*price offered to 




purchaser*/ 


good_until 


/♦date offer expires*/ 


time_stamp 


/♦time loaded by merchant^/ 



} 

case (edit jproduct ) 

case (identify_product_SKU) ;_/ # identify 

product to be 
edited by 
c o m p 1 e t e 1 y 
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specified SKU 
number*/ 

display product_data 
if (delete_producc) 

delece product_data 

elae 

accept product edits 
store new product_data 
return 

case (identify_product_list) ; /•identify 

product list by 
specifying SKT 
with wildcard or 
manufacturer or 
20 category*/ 

display product_list 

accept product selection /'using highlight 
25 ' " bar*/ 

if (delete_product ) 

delete product_data 

else 

30 accept product edits 

store new product_data 
return 

35 I 



The present invention thus advantageously provides a convenient and efficient way tar a merchant to shop over a 
network through simple and easy to understand interlaces. An embodiment of such an interface is shown in FIG 11. 
When a purchaser connects to the commerce server and is identified by providing a purchaser ID in field 1 1 1 and is 
authenticated by providing a purchaser password in field 1 12, the commerce server associates any subsequent trans- 
actions with the purchaser's customer profile data stored on the commerce database. In one embodiment customer 
profile data includes the customer's name, billing address, shipping address and credit card numbers with expiration 
dates. In another ernbediment customer profile data also includes information derived from historical transaction data, 
such as buying patterns. In yet another ernbediment customer profile data includes demographic data, including 
income level and household information of the purchaser. 

A purchaser may choose to view product and merchant information by predetermined category, such as horn 
appliances 1 13, outdoor gear 1 14, or electronics 1 15. Alternatively, the purchaser may wish to carry out a sear ch of the 
commerce database. Such a search may be boolean, e.g.. HIKING AND (BOOTS OR SHOES). In another embodi- 
ment the search is in a natural language format as is known in the art. ag.. I NEED HIKING BOOTS FOR BACKPACK- 
ING. 

An embodiment of a screen responsive to such a natural language inquiry is shown in FIG 12. Here, the response 
is shown according to the names of merchants 121. 122. 123 and 124 who sell hiking boots. In another errfcodiment 
the response is shown in accordance with hiking boots products listed in the commerce database. In the embocSment 
shown in FIG 12. tokens are displayed tor each merchant indicating the types of payment accepted by the merchant 
125 and the number of days in the merchant's money-back guarantee 126. This is merely meant to be exemplary of the 
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types of irtbrmabon that could be a*** to the puiehaserattMsstaga Omertirpe** i^^ 
informaiion and soviet telephone numbers could also be included. 

Upon setecfing a merctiart »om Bie screen 
the cedent server on whs* the selected merchant has placed hs merchant ccrtent In ™ 
^^ntion « lamented on the Internet the URL of the merchant * contared ,n a fe*e '"^^ 
£!eWcre*<et^^ 

work address of the content server is indudedin the proo^dalastnictumasanacattaiaJfield. 

Upon accessing the corrtsrt server, me purc^ 
Suchltcres are wJfcnown in the art as website, on the World Wide Web (WWW). ^ 

browse amona products offered by the merchant learn detailed information regarding the merchant's return policy; 

tent server is shown in FK3 13. The picture of the boot 131 may be arnmated, and the boot <^ J***^* " 
all sides may be viewed. Audio accompan.es the pctre. desofcing the advantageous features of me ^J™* 
^emerrtedwrth textual informafion 132. as well as Wormrion about me boots available szes 
Bested retail pnea 135. offer pnee 136. and offer expiration date 137. If me purchaser wants to select the boot for 
nutchase me purchw selects the Buy Trifc „„ ^ . 

Every screen of this embodiment of the cortertseiver also have a Make ftirct^r^ 
selects this button when he is ready to effectuate an electronic transaction whereby me selected products are pur- 

Cha ^ lerl purchaser has firtshed shopping and he selects the Make Purchases button 139. order irrfermatkjn for 
his selected products is transmitted to ins commerce server. In a preferred embodiment this order intoiration corn- 
arises me purchaser iderrttficaten number, merchant identification number. SKU number. quar** parent rtorma- 
ton and special information (e.g.. size, color) that may include attribute/value pairs. An embodiment of me data 
structure for such a purchase message from a content server to me commerce server is as follows: 
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30 



purchase_order 



{ 



purchaser_id /♦purchaser identification number*/ 



merchant_id 
SKU 

quantity 

payment 

special 

size 
color 

date entered 



/•merchant identification number*/ 
/•product identification number*/ 
/♦number of product ordered*/ 
/♦credit or debit card selection*/ 



/•When the order was sent*/ 



In this ernbodiment me price of the selected product is derived from its merchant content abstract in the commerce 
database. In another embodiment the price of the selected item is included in the purchase order from the merchant 
content server, and need not be derived from the commerce database. 

Upon receiving the purchaser order message, the commerce server effectuates the transaction first by retneving 

so the appropriate data from the commerce database. In one embodiment this data includes customer profile data mdud- 
* ing purchaser credit card numbers, baling and shipping addresses. It further includes merchant profile data incbding 
merchant account numbers and acceptable forms of payment data. It further indudes product data information such as 
price information. In another embodiment, this information further includes product availability data, which is used 'n 
conjunction with an inventory control program of a kind well known in the art to obtain and ship a product in the most 

53 expedient and efficient manner possibi from a plurality of available sources. For example, m on embodiment of the 
present invention, the commerce server database maintains information on the inventory levels for each merchant for 
each of his products. If a purchaser submits an order for a product of which a merchant is out of stock, the merchant 
may backorder the item or the purchaser may select another merchant 
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ThecorrtnenMseivef inters 
(suchasacredftordebftcaidaccc^ 

acoxirtwahthecornman^s 

<jat» in accordance with a pi eUeteii lined commerce sendee poficy. M m 

A pseudo-code ernoodmant of tha purchasing process in accordance with tha praaant invention is as Mows: 



so 



25 



30 



33 



40 



46 



SO 
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purchasejrocess 



0; 



/commerce server accept* 
request for shopping page 
from purchaser*/ 
/••hopping P«9* " 
displayed to purchaser*/ 
/♦accept purchaser natural 
language query*/ 
/•commerce database is 
aearched for products and 
merchants that match 
purehaaer_query * / 

if (no match) 

display nojnatch 

«l ae w 

display matchingjnerchants 



accept request 

display shopping_pag« 
accept purchaeer_query 
search «xsmerce_databasa 



{ 



merchant_name 



/ ♦merchant name is 
eelectable with 
underlying network 
address pointing to 
merchant content 
server*/ 
merchant_networJc_addreas 



payment_accepted 
return ^policy 
merchant_blurb 



/♦tokens indicating 
credit and/or debit 
cards accepted*/ 
/♦token indicating 
days to return for 
refund*/ 

/♦brief textual blurb 
about merchant*/ 



return 



accept merchant_selection 

refer purchaser to 
merchant content server 



/♦merchant selected by 
purchaser*/ 

/ ♦ at network address 
for content server for 
selected merchant*/ 



accept purchase_order from purchaser 

{ - purchaser J.d /*purchaser identification 
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merchant_id 

sxu 

quantity 
payment 



identification 
identification 
product 



of 



number*/' 
/♦merchant 
number*/ 
/♦product 
number*/ 
/•number 
ordered*/ 
/•credit or 
•election*/ 
ipecial_ealection_data 
•ixe 
color 

date entered /*When the order waa aent*/ 



debit card 



} 



•earch database for purchaser jrof ile 



purchaaer_id 

payment_data_l 

credi t_car d_ type 
credi t _card_number 
expir a t ionjia t e 

payment_data_2 

credi t_card_type 

credit_card_number 

expirationjdate 

billing_address 

shipping_addreaa 

date_entered 



/*thia filed ia used 
aa a flag in updating 
or eliminating old 
information*/ 



search database for merchant_prof ile 



merchant_id 

me r chan t_account_numbe r 



effectuate payment 



initiate order fulfillment 



/♦payment type selected by 
purchaser ia debited*/ 



/♦an electronic 
message is formatted 
and sent to the 
appropriate * order 
fulfillment agent, 
instructing the agent 
which products to ship 
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co che purchaser*/ 



10 



20 



Th.P^^afsoad^ecus^ 
ous reports based upon historical transaction data stored on tt» ^^T^ m report lists aO sales of 
^seieSng me repc* button 65 on the ™ « " ™* J^SS^^^* lna ™*« 
nwchanfs products through the s«v*. on a < x ^'~^™^* S~8 speafied by the merchant In 
entxx*nert. a report sho*e ^^^^,^^^0^^^ ^rmats readily ar* advanta- 

^ CTaL derates a rep-t by -^J"^ ^l^S ^ ^^sT.: b£rC 
^ ail purchases made by ma ^iS^^Tarnounts purchased 

the present invention represents a sensible and etoertaitocat.cn «^ re «^ " and efficient set 

trontc commerce. _ w™, im\**t*i hv rater ence sians, those reference signs have been 

^l^ec^Ce of l, eiement ktafltad by way of ax^e by such reference sans. 
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Claims 

1. Ane.ecfroniccon^cese^sys^ 

chant content servers and purchasers, comprising an eledron.c commerce se ™™™*~ associat- 
^JZTavnmefce database connected to said electronic commerce server, sad commerce server assooai 
fng m^^r^ sa^ database w*h merchant content stored on a merchant content server. 

" 2 The system of claim 1 . wher«n me merchant content stored on -« Z^cSSV 
comeTaKtract summariang me associated merchant content stored on sari merchant content server. 

3 . The system of claim 2. wherein said merchant content abstract comprises: 

45 

a. merchant identification data; 

b. product identification data: and 

c. product price data. 

» 4. The system of claims 2 or 3. where.n said merchant content abstract compnses an atmbute/value pair. 

5. The system of one or more of claims 2-4. wherein said merchant content abstract comprises: 

d. a time stamp indicating the time said merchant content abstract was stored on said database: and 
55 e. a product keyword. 

6. The system of daim 3. wherein said merchant content abstract further comprises product weight data useful in 
determining the cost of shipping a product 
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7. The system of one or more of da^ 

wherein said database stores p u rc ha s e r profile data: and/or 
wherein said database stores historicai transaction data 

g. A method for coordinating a plurality of parties tnduding a rnerchart and a purchaser to effectuate an eiectnmic 
commerce transaction using a network, comprising the steps of: 

a. storing a merchant content abstract; 
tx receiving a request tor merchant content intormatton; 

c searching a database for mercrwrt corrtert intormation responsive to said reojjest 
d. presenting the results of said search; 

a providing a reference to a merchant content server connected to the network; 

f. receiving a purchase request having a selected product and 

g. initiating an electronic transaction tar said selected product 

9 ' The method of daim 8, wherem the merchant content abstract is received from a merchant, and/or 

wherein the merchant content abstract is generated airtomaticaily by the electronic commerce serw usmg 
the results of an electronic search of the merchant content server. 

so 10. The method of daims 8 or 9. wherein storing a merchant content abstract comprises the steps of: 

a. storing product identification data; 

b. storing merchant identification data; and 

c. storing product price data 

25 1 1 The method of one or more of claims 8-10, wherein storing a merchant content abstract further copses the step 
of storing a time stamp designating the time at which said merchant content abstract ts stored in the database. 

12. The method of one or more of claims 8-1 1 . wherein the step of initiating an electronic transaction comprises the 
30 steps of: 

a receiving payment vehide selection data; ^ , . 

b, directing that the selected payment vehide be debited to the sum of the net cost of the selected product. 

c. directing that a merchant account be credited for the sale of the selected product: and 
35 d. directing the delivery of the selected product to its purchaser. 

13. The method of daim 12. further comprising the step of storing a record of the electronic transaction in a database, 

and/or . . , 

wherein the step of receiving payment vehide selection data comprises the step of retrieving preregtstereo 

40 payment vehide infor mation from a database; and/or 

wherein the step of receiving payment vehide selection data comprises the steps of accessing a purchaser 

profile and: 

a retrieving purchaser credit card identification data; 
48 b. retrieving a purchaser credit card number; and 

c. retrieving a purchaser credit card expiration date; and/or 

further comprising the step of storing transaction data in the databasa 

14. The method of daim one or more of daims 8-13. further comprising the step of generating a transaction report. 

50 

15. The method of daim 14. wherein the transaction report is generated for a merchant; and/or 

wherein the transaction report is generated tor a purchaser. 

16. An electronic commerce server system for carrying out electronic commerce between purchasers and merchants 
55 over a network comprising: 

a computer readable storage media tor storing a merchant content abstract; 
b, means tor receiving a request tor merchant content information; 
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c a cornputar tor searching said cornputar readable storage media tor merchant content information respon- 
sive to said request 

d mesne tor presenting the results of said search; 

a. mesne tor providing a reference to a merchant content server connected to the network; 
5 tmeamtv receives purchase^ 

g. mesne tor inflating an uieOJu lie transaction tor said selected product 

17. The system ofdaim 16, further co rnpr i&a i g means tor ge n ar att i g a transaction report 
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FIG. 7 
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FIG. 11 
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